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5 alumni turn business, 
social responsibility into 
fulfilling careers

YOU ARE 
WHAT YOU 
BELIEVE IN

Beth Doane, fashion 
designer and entrepreneur
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Eastern alumni represent the next 
generation of business leaders

by Jeff Samoray

dventurous. Forward-thinking. Socially 

conscious. These are some of the traits 

associated with the five young Eastern 

graduates you’re about to meet. They also happen 

to be successful entrepreneurs. These enterprising 

alumni recently spoke with “Eastern Magazine” about 

their sources of inspiration and how they’ve parlayed 

their passions into thriving business enterprises.

Beth Doane Caitlin James Mike Sacha Wes Stoody Cole Sanseverino
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  connection with the environment and a desire for 
change are common themes in Beth Doane’s life, 

from the 17-acre sheep farm in Ohio where she 
grew up to the rainforests of Central and South America. 

“My parents are forward thinking and passionate about 
nature, and a lot of that rubbed off on me,” says Doane 
(BA04). “When I was in second grade, I heard that the 
rainforest was being cut down. I decided that I wanted to 
save the trees, so I persuaded my classmates to give me their 

lunch money for the cause. That landed me in the principal’s 
office.”

Doane also staged impromptu plays in her parents’ living 
room as a child and took that early passion to Eastern, where 
she double majored in Theatre Arts and Communication. 
After graduating magna cum laude, she went to New York to 
audition for acting roles, but soon soured on the experience.

“I realized acting wasn’t right for me,” says Doane, 29. 
“There were so many amazing actors with immense talent, 

Photo by Michael Oliveri 
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but there was a lot of stress and pressure, and it wasn’t 
much fun.”

Instead of returning home, Doane f lew to Europe 
and studied Spanish at the School de Pozuelo in Madrid. 
While abroad, she met designers working in the fashion 
industry and decided to pursue a career in high-end apparel 
and accessories. At age 22, she returned to New York and 
launched Andira International, an importer and distributor 
of European brands for the U.S. market.

“I helped launch brands that had the potential to do 
well in the States,” Doane says. “I went to many 
fashion industry events and f lew back and forth to 

Europe. But during that time, I also learned about the dark 
side of fashion!child labor, human rights violations, unfair 
labor practices. This occurs in countries like Bangladesh, 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Honduras!basically in any 
developing country where you can set up a sewing machine. 
My friends in the fashion industry knew what was going on, 

but it was hard for them to do much about it because they 
were making a lot of money.”

During a subsequent bout with pneumonia and 
bronchitis, Doane did some self-ref lection.

“I had a lot of time to think,” she says. “I was sick because 
I was living an unhealthy lifestyle. There was lots of partying 
and stress, and I wasn’t working with great people. There 
had to be something better. I decided I wanted to do my part 
to transform the fashion industry.”

After recovering, Doane moved back to her parents’ 
home and created RainTees, an eco-conscious fashion brand 
combining ethical production standards with environmental 
sustainability. The business, based in Los Angeles where 
Doane now lives, launched in 2007.

“I knew I had a strong message and could reach millions 
of people through fashion,” Doane says. “But I didn’t 
receive a lot of initial support. I tried reaching out to 
people, asking if they wanted to get behind me. They said I 
would just alienate myself within the fashion industry, so I 

Oil drilling has left a toxic legacy in the Amazon rainforest, including the remnants of crude oil that Beth Doane lifted from the jungle floor. 
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started RainTees alone on a small budget.”
RainTees shirts are made from 100 percent organic 

cotton and use environmentally safe inks and dyes. The 
original artwork featured is drawn by children from around 
the world. Workers in its Peru production facility receive 
competitive compensation and benefits. To eliminate 
waste, fabric remnants are turned into bracelets and other 
items. Harkening back to Doane’s elementary school days, 
RainTees seeks to protect critically endangered rainforests 
worldwide. Every RainTee sold results in the planting of 
a tree to replenish lands purged of their forests by logging 
and oil drilling. So far, the company has planted more than 
30,000 trees in Brazil, Haiti and Madagascar. RainTees 
has also donated school supplies to needy children in more 
than 38 countries through several worldwide charitable 
organizations.

ainTees has changed the way I view the world,” 
Doane says. “Now, I feel I’m doing what I should be 

doing. I’ve seen that small steps can lead to
massive global change. But there is 
still more to be done. I think it’s more 
crucial than ever to get involved in 
environmental causes. We’ve brought 
the planet to a place it’s never been. 
There is more plastic in the oceans 
and more pollution in the air than ever 
before. I’ve seen first-hand the chaos it 
creates and how it can destroy villages 
in Third World countries. It’s really 
scary, but I believe things can change 
if we come together to address these 
issues.”

Doane spreads her message through 
her website, YouTube videos and 
speaking engagements like the popular 
TEDx series. She’s recently raised 
awareness about toxic contamination 
in the Ecuadorian Amazon, which has 
resulted in the largest environmental 
court case in history. Last year, she 
wrote “From the Jungle,” a children’s 
book that addresses environmental 
sustainability. In it, she shares 
inspirational stories from children she 
met while launching RainTees’ school 
supply programs in Central and South 
America. 

Doane’s environmental efforts have received accolades 
from the National Geographic Society and in “Hemispheres” 
magazine. She’s spoken at the Fashion Institute of 
Design and Merchandising, and on the National Mall in 
Washington, D.C., with politicians and NASA scientists 
about sustainability and climate change. Celebrity 
photographer John Russo included her in the book “100 
Making a Difference” along with Michelle Obama, Sophia 
Loren, Jeff Bridges and Steven Spielberg. 

“It’s an honor to be included in Russo’s book,” says 
Doane, who turned Andira International into a fashion 
consulting business and is preparing to launch RainTees’ 
second apparel line. “It means one person can truly make a 
difference. You don’t necessarily have to be someone famous 
or have millions of dollars!all you have to do is share your 
message with people.”

To learn more about Doane’s latest endeavors, visit 
BethDoane.com. For more information about RainTees’ 
product line and its impact on the environment, visit 
RainTees.com.p

RainTees donates school supplies to needy children all over the world, like the ones in a tiny 
Ecuadorian village Beth Doane recently visited.

Photos courtesy Beth Doane
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In early 2011, Caitlin James (BA07) was fresh out of 
the Peace Corps, on the threshold of entering Colum-
bia University, scholarship in hand, to pursue a doc-

toral degree. "en, she did an about-face.
“I was working in New York City as a tutor for kids with 

special needs,” says James, who earned a Special Education 
and Cognitive Impairment degree from Eastern. “"rough 
my teaching and tutoring experiences, I developed an in-
terest in veganism, gluten-free diets and raw juice. It was 
a lifestyle I adopted for myself. I didn’t abandon the idea 
of teaching, but I put my plans for a PhD in education on 
hold and decided to launch a part-time business making 
and selling organic juice.”

James enlisted her four sisters as business partners. 
"eir plan was to make and sell organic, cold-pressed juice 
at a local farmers’ market. "e enterprising sisters raised 
funds through Kickstarter.com, a crowd funding website 
that has fueled thousands of creative projects. 

“We raised more than $13,000 in one month,” says 
James, 29. “"en the local health department said we 
couldn’t make juice on-site. We didn’t budget for a kitchen, 
so we decided to stop everything and develop a proper 
business plan.”

Realizing they could stretch their dollars farther in the 
Midwest, James came back to Michigan, raised additional 
funds, and located a kitchen and storefront space in Plym-
outh. In April 2012, Drought, a juice company with drinks 
made from 100 percent organic fruits and vegetables, 
opened for business. 

Drought o#ers 15 juices in 16-ounce recyclable glass 
bo$les with a three-day shelf life and a $10 price tag. 
James initially sold directly to consumers at the Ann Arbor 
Farmers Market and Eastern Market in Detroit. "en the 
enterprise became a full-time endeavor. Now, the product 
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is also available at the main Drought storefront, at Plum 
Market!a specialty retailer with three local stores!and 
through phone orders with overnight shipping. In June, the 
company opened a second storefront in Midtown Detroit.

“We’ve grown super fast, and all by word of mouth,” 
says James, who has yet to spend one dollar on marketing 
or advertising. “Our sales were under $90,000 in 2012. 
We’re expecting more than $1 million this year.”

Drought has received favorable press in numerous mag-
azine, newspaper and business publications as well as TV 
news coverage. In May, James was invited to speak on an 
entrepreneurship panel at the Detroit Regional Chamber’s 
Mackinac Policy Conference, an annual meeting of some 
of the state’s biggest movers and shakers.

“At %rst, our rapid success was surprising,” says James, 
who manages Drought’s daily operations. “We always start 
our weekly team meetings by talking about what we’re 
grateful for. We’re mindful of every li$le achievement.”

James says her biggest challenge is harnessing Drought’s 
rapid growth while maintaining the product’s integrity.

“We have an opportunity to make Drought 
a national and international brand,” she 
says. “If we play our cards right, we can 

get involved in several di#erent markets and industries. At 
the same time, our juice is a cra& product. We’re going to 
stick with what we do well.” 

With no formal business training, James has relied on 
her instincts. She’s also ignored the naysayers.

“Anyone who starts a business runs into static and 
negativity,” she says. “People say, ‘Why aren’t you using 
your degree? Why don’t you get a real job?’ You don’t have 
to answer those questions. "ere are many di#erent paths 
to success!you don’t have to be conventional or typical. 
Drought is proof of that.”

Visit droughtjuice.com to learn more about the prod-
uct!then give them a call to place an order.p

OPPOSITE PAGE: Drought, the brainchild of Caitlin James, was named 
one of “American’s Best Juice Bars” by Food & Wine Magazine.  

Photo by Randall Mascharka
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“I went to college because I wanted to %gure 
out where my passion lies,” says Mike Sacha 
(BA08). “Eastern has a great environment 

for le$ing your ideas 'ow. I set a goal to run my own 
business by age 27.”

Sacha, who earned a Business Administration 
degree, met that goal. Last October, the 27-year-old 
launched BuyMichLocal, an online business directory 
that competes with sites like Yelp, Groupon and Angie’s 
List. "e site reaches more than 1.7 million consumers 
through its web, email, social media and mobile 
platforms.

Sacha discovered his passion and began his 
entrepreneurial journey at the dawn of the social media 
age.

“At that time, Facebook had just emerged as a social 
media force,” says Sacha, who lives and works in Royal 
Oak. “In one marketing class, we examined Super 
Bowl ads and how they continue to impact consumers 
through YouTube a&er airing on television. It became 
clear to me that viral marketing was going to grow and 
eclipse traditional advertising.”

A&er graduating and working for Quicken Loans as 
a mortgage banker, Sacha partnered with two friends 
to launch "eWedLink, a wedding planning app sold 
through iTunes.

“I was director of marketing and helped make 
connections with about 1,500 vendors in more than 
15 major U.S. cities,” Sacha says. “A&er a couple years, 
my partners moved on to other ventures, and I became 
a multimedia account executive for the Detroit Media 
Partnership.”

"e idea for BuyMichLocal struck Sacha while 
working with mobile and digital clients like Yahoo! and 
Apartments.com.

“I saw a need to create a be$er experience for 
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consumers who want to connect with local businesses,” 
he says. “I wanted to replace the stack of Yellow Pages 
and Groupons, add a social media component and open 
that experience to everyone. I spent a year raising capital 
and developing my business plan before jumping into 
solo entrepreneurship.”

BuyMichLocal o#ers tiered listing plans to small 
and medium-sized businesses that include an online 
directory listing, a social media and mobile presence, 
email marketing and online shopping. Visitors to the 
site can %nd special deals, buy merchandise and leave 
customer reviews.

“We have more than 6,000 active 
company pro%les across Michigan,” 
Sacha says. “Right now, I’m working on 

a strategy to create similar websites that are dedicated 
to every U.S. state. "ese sites would allow consumers 
to connect with small and medium-sized businesses 
wherever they live.  My goal is to create sites like 
BuyMichLocal that will create a more loyal shopping 
network among consumers.”

For Eastern students who have visions of launching 
their own businesses, Sacha has two words of advice: 
start early.

“"e earlier you go through the ups and downs 
of running a business, the sooner you’ll experience 
success,” he says. “I was very fortunate to earn my degree 
at Eastern, which has a great business program and an 
environment that prepares you for the real world.”

To learn more about Sacha’s company and how it 
connects loyal consumers with local businesses, visit 
BuyMichLocal.com.p

OPPOSITE PAGE: Mike Sacha is redefining how Michigan 
businesses reach customers.
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For 24-year-old Wes Stoody (BA11), the 
idea for a business didn’t begin with a 
product. Instead, it began with a cause.

“I took an economic development class 
during my junior year and we watched a 
documentary about vitamin A deficiency 
in Third World nations,” says Stoody, who 
graduated with an economics degree. “I was 
shocked to learn about the impact of this 
problem, which is the number-one cause of 
childhood blindness. It’s an issue that’s largely 
unknown in 
the U.S.”

Stoody decided to bring vitamin A 
deficiency into sharper focus by creating 
Aframes, an eyewear company dedicated 
to supporting vitamin A supplementation 
programs internationally.

“You hear a lot about cause-driven brands 
and viral philanthropic campaigns, but no one 
was supporting vitamin A deficiency,” Stoody 
says. “I think Aframes can be the organization 
that ties a campaign to an amazing product.”

In addition to taking classes and competing 
on Eastern’s cross-country team, Stoody spent 
his senior year formulating his business plan, 
examining frame samples and finding investors. 
He didn’t have to look far. Cole Sanseverino 
(BA11), his roommate and cross-country 
teammate, invested his entire savings in the 
venture.

“I saw Wes in the process of creating a 
great product that has a strong market,” 
says Sanseverino, who earned a Computer 
Information Systems degree. “I was on board 
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the moment I learned that nearly 
one million kids are in jeopardy of 
going blind or dying from vitamin A 
deficiency.”

After graduating, Stoody moved to 
Chicago, secured more investors, and 
connected with an eyewear production 
facility in Turkey. After building relation-
ships within the eyewear marketplace, he 
launched Aframes in January 2012. San-
severino moved to Chicago and joined 
the company as a full-time partner last 
summer. 

“We sell frames and fill optical pre-
scriptions online,” Stoody says. “Our 
business model is similar to other home 
and virtual try-on eyewear companies, 
but our cause and product quality make 
us different. Our glasses are handmade 
and head and shoulders above other 
products made in China.”

During its initial launch, Aframes 
established a presence in 21 optical bou-
tiques and donated about $2,500 (five 
percent of its revenue) to Helen Keller International, a non-
profit dedicated to preventing blindness and reducing mal-
nutrition. More recently, Aframes has entered a transitional 
stage.

“We have the branding and product in place—
now it’s time to re-launch and sell exclu-
sively online,” Stoody says. “When you sell 

through a retailer, the store becomes the owner of the sales 
pitch. We want to sell our story directly to the customer.” 

Stoody and Sanseverino are reformulating the business 
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plan and preparing for a complete product re-launch 
within the next few months.

“Aframes has become one of the more respected 
eyewear brands in the industry,” Sanseverino says. 
“Now, we’re creating an online experience that doesn’t 
yet exist. Wes and I are on the same page about the 
direction of the brand. We hope to elevate Aframes to 
an independent, luxury brand for the masses.”

In addition to their Eastern coursework, Stoody 
and Sanseverino say their cross-country experiences 
have been invaluable to their success.

“We’re still a start-up, and it’s hard,” Stoody says. 
“But running cross-country is also hard. That experi-
ence taught me the value of hard work, dedication and 
perseverance.”

“John Goodrich, our cross-country coach, was like 
a psychologist and a master motivator,” Sanseverino 
adds. “He allowed me to develop mental toughness, 
which remains with me today.”

Visit aframeseyewear.com to learn more about 
Aframes and how they support vitamin A supplemen-
tation in developing countries.3

Wes Stoody and Cole Sanseverino lead Aframes, which has a presence in 21 optical boutiques and donates five percent of its revenues to 
Helen Keller International at the end of each quarter.

Photo by Tim Hardie


